The development of the small intestine.
The remarkable degree of coordination between the development of various aspects of gastrointestinal function suggests that the process may be triggered by a single or a few central mechanisms, such as weaning and (or) hormones. Precocious development of enzyme and transport function can be induced by exogenous thyroxine and corticosteroids, while thyroidectomy and adrenalectomy abolish the normal pattern of postnatal development. These hormones may have a primary or a permissive role. Activation of the dormant hormonal mechanism could be controlled by a genetically coded biologic clock, such as chronologic age, or by a biological signal such as body size and oral intake. Generally speaking, shortly after birth, there are increases in the intestinal mucosal surface area, brush border membrane enzymes, and carrier-mediated transport. These adaptive changes occur as a result of the genetic endowment of the animal, but may be modified by environmental factors, particularly nutrient intake.